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The Archive and History: Reflection and
Anticipation
by Niel Johnson

Some reflections on the value and use of archives:
Engraved on the front of the Truman Library in Independence,
Missouri, is this statement: This Library will belong to the people of the
United States. My papers will be the property of the people and be
accessible to them. And this is as it should be. The papers of the President
are among the most valuable sources of material for history. They ought to
be preserved and they ought to be used.
Most archives in this country do not deal with the Presidents, of
course, but all archives have value and they ought to be used. And
not least among them is the Danish Emigrant Archive here at Dana
College.
I have had experience both here at Dana, with its archives, and
with the voluminous collections at the Truman Library. My feeling
is that both are important to documenting the history of the
American people, and in helping us understand this country's role
in the larger picture of world history. By the way, it was during
Truman's presidency that Denmark and other Scandinavian
countries were elevated to Ambassadorial status.
Truman
appointed Eugenie Anderson as Ambassador to Denmark in 1949,
two years after her predecessor, Josiah Marvel, had been given that
rank. In fact, she was the first woman to be appointed an
Ambassador by any American President. Before 1947, the United
States was represented in Denmark by an Envoy and Minister.
A few thoughts about history and historians:
Before I take the viewpoint of the archivist, let me reflect a bit
about history and historians. Historians could be arrogant and say,
"History is what the historians say it is." Or we might claim that
"only God and the historian can resurrect history, or re-create it." Of
course, if we accept the lessons of Orwell's 1984, it may be only the
devil and the historian who can create a new reality by creating a
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deformed and defective knowledge of the past. To stretch another
theological metaphor, maybe it is the archivist and his preservation
of the primary records of the past that will help save humanity from
some present or future blunders or even calamity. Think about the
Holocaust, for instance. If there were no first-hand or eyewitness
records of that process of events, the number of Holocaust-deniers
would probably outnumber those who believed it actually happened
and could happen again if we learned nothing from our past. In
short, "Where there are no records, there is no history."
Again, from a more exalted view: We may note that America's
Puritan theologians and historians viewed themselves, in their own
words, as "God's remembrancers."
We might also cite the motto on the front of the National Archives
building in Washington, D.C.-namely, "The past is prologue." In
brief, what has happened in the past goes a long way toward
shaping our future.
Unfortunately, knowing history does not necessarily prevent
fallible human beings from repeating some of the most egregious
and even tragic mistakes of the past. I believe it was Hegel who
said, "What we learn from history is that we don't learn from
history."
Harry Truman may not have been an intellectual, but he was an
astute student of history. He believed, rightly, that even the study of
so-called ancient history, the story of the Greeks, the Romans, and
the Hebrews is the study of human nature and human nature hasn't
changed in thousands of years. So, as President Truman said, "The
only thing new in the world is the history you don't know." He
believed, too, that it takes men and women to make history; "there is
no history without them, it isn't history that makes the man," he
said. This view puts emphasis on free will and on democratic
government, but of course we can also note that too many men and
women, especially in time of war and in dictatorial societies, have
their freedom of will highly restricted if not eliminated.
At this point, I want to put in a plug for oral history. In writing
my own family history and memoirs, I have found some very
interesting stories and lessons from the past that were available only
in the minds and memories of a dozen or more of my parents and
relatives. While working for the Truman Library from 1977 to 1992 I
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interviewed about sixty persons who were associated with the
Truman Administration and with the Truman family. Many insights
about the character and the motivations of Truman and his advisors
are embedded in these interviews. In the early 1970s I also
interviewed a couple dozen people around Blair and Dana College.
Most of the interviewees are Danish-Americans. Only a few have
been transcribed on paper, so if there are any "financial angels" in
the audience, this is a cue and a hint for what you might consider
supporting.
I might also note that from 1984 to the mid 1990s I was involved
in a nationwide oral history project sponsored by a newly-created,
non-profit corporation called The American Friends of the Emigrant
Institute of Sweden. In our promotional efforts, we pointed to three
outcomes we should expect from acquiring and making available
archival materials, such as oral history. They may be summarized as
1) educational or informational; 2) inspirational; and 3) amusement
or human interest.
To explain that a little bit, one cannot gain understanding without
information; one cannot use information to honor and emulate those
who have made the world a better place, without inspiration; and
one cannot keep a proper perspective on the past, or appreciate the
potential for the future, without having a sense of humor about what
otherwise seems to be a crazy world. In short, we share the
humanity of those we are conversing with. And, by the way, no
computer can do that.
The issue of what records to save - appraisal and acquisitions:
I suspect that in the Danish-American immigrant, as well as in the
Swedish-American and other ethnic, archives, what we will find the
most engaging and useful is the inspiration that we will receive from
those persons and organizations who contributed to the building of
American society and who reinforced the best features of our
culture. We will find in most of these records the stories of people
who struggled not only to survive, but to do the right thing. We will
find a record of success, but also stories of mistakes, faults, and
tragedies. In brief, we will find many events and circumstances that
we as researchers and readers can identify with. And, if we give it
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some thought, there will be useful lessons that we can draw for our
own benefit.
Of course, what we are most interested in today are the records of
an ethnic group: Danish-Americans in particular. But the issues and
suggestions that we arrive at in regard to this group are common, in
many respects, to all ethnic archives and to archives in generalfrom the papers of an individual or family to the major departments
of our federal government.
First, let us ask what are the limitations or parameters we must
work within, as a library and archival institution? Generally
speaking, these limitations deal with space and with money. Of
course, with enough money one can construct whatever space we
may want or need and we can train and hire enough personnel to do
the job. But, as we well know, there is usually not enough money for
archival institutions to do all that they would like to do. We should
also acknowledge that we cannot save everything, and everything is not
worth saving.
In the federal government, which has resources that the Danish
Emigrant Archive can only dream about, there are regulations about
managing records from the time they are created, and about ·
preserving and disposing of records after they no longer are
necessary for current operations. The government handles this issue
by maintaining a centralized National Archives, Regional Holding
Centers, Regional Archives Branches, and Presidential Libraries. It
may be of interest to know that only one to two percent of the
records created by the federal government end up for permanent
preservation in the National Archives. In the mid 1980s the National
Archives had legal custody of 1.4 million cubic feet of archives and
an additional one million cubic feet of permanent or permanentlyscheduled records that were being held by Records Centers and in
agencies, making the overall total about 2.3 million cubic feet of
records designated as permanent. My understanding is that the
percentage of active records that become preserved permanently has
not changed appreciably since the mid-1980s. 1 I suspect, though, that
the total volume of records preserved permanently has multiplied
several times since the 1980s.
Those who make decisions about accessions to the archives have
to evaluate the relevance of the material to the objectives and
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purposes of the archival repository. I expect that for the Danish
Immigrant Archive, this would mean, with perhaps some
exceptions, acquiring only those papers or records that have some
bearing on the history of the immigration of Danes to America and
the life of these Danes in America. There is no formula I know of
that will make this job easy. Generally speaking, records should be
appraised for their evidential and historical values. Evidential is the
kind of information that describes how an organization or individual
functioned in regard to goals, values and procedures. Historical
values relate to the kind of information that can be drawn from a set
of records on one or more topics, but which does not necessarily
relate directly to the functions or administration of the organization.
For example, the records of a particular church parish may be used
to understand the mission and organization of the congregation, but
these records may also have information and data about particular
individual members that would be useful to a family historian or
genealogist.
We might also add that ethnic-oriented archives may include
records regarding life in the Old Country, or the "sending
communities." Cross-cultural studies such as Robert Ostergren' s A
Community Transplanted have gone beyond the conventional
approach that identified motivations for immigration and the life of
the Immigrants in the New World, but which did not go into depth
in the social, economic, geographic, religious, architectural, and
other aspects of the immigration movement. Ostergren' s approach
is multi-discipline. It draws on multitudes of facts and details that
can be obtained only by examining the widest possible variety of
written and oral sources. Many of these sources will be found in
government censuses and studies, but the research would also have
to involve the use of family, lodge, church, business, and personal
records and papers.
We might try to predict future research interests. But this is very
difficult, and will depend on a high degree of speculation. We don't
know at present what crises, fashions, and special interests will
surface in the future. This may be used as an argument for accepting
a broad array of records. It is possible that experience and time will
show that some records have virtually no research value, in which
case the director may decide to de-accession them. If possible, de196

accessioned records should be offered to the donor or to another
institution that may have a use for them.
Generally, such caveats lead me to suggest that acquisitions
policies for ethnic archives, such as the Danish Immigrant Archive,
should be as broad as possible-within the constraints of space and
financial resources. An archival institution should not be just a
dumping ground or a storage facility. There must be the means for
processing the materials that are received- that is, to arrange,
describe, and make them accessible to researchers. They must also
be protected against environmental deterioration and against theft
and misfiling or mishandling.
There should also be a written acquisitions policy statement that
at least briefly defines the criteria for accepting and accessioning
research materials, and for de-accessioning or disposing of papers
and other materials that may prove to be irrelevant or no longer of
value to the archival depository.
Finding aids and description:
There are many functions and responsibilities of an archivist, but
one of the most important is the creation of finding aids. Description
is the means by which archivists gain "intellectual control" over
their holdings.
In the National Archives, the key finding aid is the Inventory,
which classifies materials by Record Group, and by Series names
and descriptions with the Record Group. Additional description
becomes more specific, with Sub-series, Files and documents levels
of description. The Library of Congress' Manuscripts Division
creates what it calls Registers to identify and describe the collections
in its custody.
For most archives with limited personnel and funding,
description may have to be less extensive-and yet it must be
effective if researchers are to have efficient access to the material. At
the Truman Library, especially in the early years when it was
receiving enormous amounts of material, the Folder Title List, or
Shelf List as we called it, was the main finding aid of the papers of
donors, including Harry S. Truman. These were supplemented by
indexes that had been prepared in the White House while Truman
was President. As time went on, we also compiled a research topic
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card file as we worked with researchers and had time to identify a
wider selection of items relating to specific topics. The next step was
to begin preparing inventories of each of the collections.
The first act of description ordinarily would be the accessions
statement in the accessions log or register for the archival institution.
This statement identifies the sequential number of the acquisitions;
the date of the donation; the name of the donor; the quantity of
material in pages, inches, or cubic or linear feet; period of time
covered by the material; and the general content of the collection by
major topics and perhaps personalities.
The most general description of the holdings of an archive is a
Guide, which gives the name of each collection in the holdings and a
very brief statement about the content of the collection.
The next level of description may be an Inventory or at least a
Folder title list of each collection. The folder title list might be
supplemented by a list of topics and names under each folder title.
This is the quickest and least labor-intensive way of supplementing
the bare bones of the folder-title list.
Individual items received from different donors, and not
numerous enough to comprise a collection with the donor's name,
may be filed in separate folders that are named and numbered, and
identified in a listing. As a supplement or substitute for this file, the
archives might also maintain a vertical file, arranged alphabetically
and/or chronologically. This format is especially useful for filing
clippings and other miscellaneous items that the archives receives or
collects on its own.

Access and the role of computers:
Obviously, computerization has brought the advantages of
quickness of access to information and the ability to store and
disseminate information widely as well as rapidly. Still, that does
not tell the whole story. I think it is easy to exaggerate the role of
computers in this high-tech age.
I am not a Luddite, nor a stick-in-the-mud conservative, but I
think it is worthwhile to note some counterarguments to the rosy
scenario that computerization somehow liberates archives from
traditional methods and limitations. For example, in a recent issue
of Archival Issues, the journal of the Midwest Archives Conference, a
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computer specialist and management consultant, Chauncey Bell,
deals with the issue of stability and change and the role of
computers in archival work. He says to the archival community, "I
don't believe that your essential role can be replaced by computers
because, for example, inventing the future, listening to concerns, and
making and fulfilling promises do not fall within the capabilities of
computers . . . One of your key practices that computers can never
do is to listen to the concerns of human beings. Computers can give
you tools for listening better, but they cannot listen for you.
Appraisal is the result of a careful, measured listening to the
concerns embodied in content, context, and structure. This is where
your criteria for classification, storage, preservation, and retrieval are
developed, because listening for concerns is listening for relations; it
is communication, not information." 2 Some historians, such as
Gertrude Himmelfarb, challenge the idea that research materials
mounted on-line have the same authority as a physical record. She
writes, "In cyberspace, every source seems as authoritative as every
other. . . ." She doubts that critical thought and analysis of texts can
be done well on a computer screen. She says there is a need for the
physical text to be "in our hands, for that is the only way of getting it
into our minds and our hearts3
The advantages of computerization and internet:
Nevertheless, at the Truman Library and probably at most
modem archives, it is virtually imperative to have a Web site and to
exploit the capabilities of the internet system. A researcher can now
get access to some of the finding aids and many of the oral history
transcripts that are in the collections of the Truman Library. Just
recently, the archivists also finished putting on-line the President's
Daily Sheet schedules that are in the President's Secretary's Files,
and also records of the War Relocation Authority on the internment
of Japanese-Americans at the beginning of World War II. Some of
the Library's collection of photographs can also be accessioned online. Adding more elements to the Web site is an ongoing project.
But it does take time, some expertise, and financial expense to
maintain the Web site.
One may wonder if the internet is going to result in less travel to
the research institutions, and thus fewer on-site visits by real
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persons. I feel a bit confused whenever I try to env1s1on the
consequences of all the new technology that is now available and
that which will appear in the near future. I'm sure there are people
here who are much more conversant than I am with the new
technologies and their potential uses. In fact, I confine my use of a
computer to word processing and photo scanning. My wife does the
internet work.
Conclusion:
I would say, in conclusion, that how we and the rest of mankind
shape the future depends upon the quantity and kinds of records
that are preserved of our past, and the manner in which they are
interpreted. Archivists are not usually thought of as interpreters,
but their decisions about acquisitions and about access to records, as
well as the descriptions they create, play a role in interpretation. It is
important that the archivist and the historian work together to
assure the preservation of records that give an accurate and balanced
picture of the past, including the activities and values attributed to
America's great variety of ethnic groups. Historians and archivists,
both, must also keep current with the new technologies that expand
and speed the means of access to archival materials. At the same
time, there must be interaction between historian and archivist in
personal ways, and not just through electronic images and sounds.
And the problem of what to save, and what to discard, will remain a
challenge that the archivist must approach with both intelligence
and imagination, as well as with knowledge of issues and
techniques. Finally, I would hope that historians and other types of
researchers would lend their assistance to promoting and
maintaining archival organizations, including assistance in raising
the funds that are essential to keeping archival institutions operating
into the distant future.
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